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saints and the san francisco earthquake
william G hartley

in mid april

1906 about one hundred and twentyfive
twenty five

latter

whose
day saints lived in san francisco the paris of the west
hilly neighborhood straddled the san andreas fault line in addition the city constantly drew visiting saints tourists business people
travelers and guests LDS medical and university students were also
temporary residents the local branch had several dozen members
scattered throughout the crowded city the headquarters building
for the california mission where president joseph E robinson his
young family and several missionaries lived stood at 609 franklin
street affectionately called six ought nine by missionaries I1
the dramatic experiences of the saints who witnessed the terrible
earthquake on 18 april 1906 became etched in memory but not written in the historical literature of mormonism the best surveys of
LDS history in california dr eugene campbells dissertation and
mairs two volume history give the earthquake only brief
leo J muirs
mention to piece together the story of the saints and the earthquake this account draws from materials published in 1906 from
contemporary diaries and correspondence and from oral and written
reminiscences by saints who were there 2
1I

THE PRE

earthquake conference

upon his return from the april 1906 LDS general conference
in salt lake city president robinson called a california mission
conference

which took place at

609

on sunday and monday
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15

and 16 april

the conference provided saints

a spiritual

high

barely before tragedy taxed their inner reserves
the lord
poured out his holy spirit in rich abundance and power at our
meetings president robinson reported to LDS church president
joseph F smith it is seldom that I1 have seen more love humility
and trust manifested 3 when president robinson arose to conclude
the meetings late monday afternoon he closed by quoting prophecies
about the last days including luke 21 in which jesus warns of wars
pestilences and earthquakes in divers places the meaning of that
scripture became much clearer to him two days later 4
six ought nine hosted one last gathering before its wednesday destruction a mutual improvement association social on tuesday
night to conclude the mission conference in attendance were missionaries
sion aries san francisco branch members and LDS visitors to the
city including former apostle matthias cowley and wife nora and
bishop john R welker from arizona 5 also joining the party were
five elders bound for samoa and australia leo L gardner william
keison R S rimington mark hardman and alex layton the five
had arrived in the city that afternoon left their baggage at the train
depot to be transferred to a steamship wharf and checked into a local
hotel 6
although the social lasted until after midnight elder J R
shepherd was called upon at 1000 to offer a family prayer for the
group he prayed that something awful would happen to wake up
san francisco and make it receptive to the gospel president robinson
and elder cowley could not say amen and told the elder it was not
right to pray for trouble
the next morning after the earthquake
the robinsons had to comfort the elder and convince him that his
prayer had not caused the disaster 7
at the social the saints were encouraged to attend a branch
picnic to be held the following day at golden gate park then
leys bishop welker the pacific elders
the Cow
cowleys
leaving 609
cowlens
and other guests and missionaries returned to their hotels or rented
rooms throughout the city about twenty missionaries spent the
night at 609 8
Letterbook church archives
joseph E robinson to joseph F smith 17 april 1908 california mission letterbook
deseret evening news 27 april 1906 p 1
deterer
story odthe
A brief
of the life ofjoseph eldridge robinson holograph church archives hereafter cited as
briefstory
ofthe
robinson life sketch
6 leo JL gardner and the san francisco earthquake
typescript memoir written in 1957 church
archives hereafter cited as gardner sketch
story of this old down quilt
nez robinson preece
inez
typescript explanation of the quilt it once
accompanied church archives robinson life sketch
robinson life sketch
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THE

earthquake

early wednesday morning 18 april while most of the saints
slept two former utahna
utahns worked race whitney and wally young
newspapermen with the san francisco chronicle finished an article
for a morning deadline when they stepped from the chronicle
office and walked on eddy street toward their hotels they noticed
the eastern horizon above oakland across san francisco bay turning
blue and the san francisco streetlights
street lights dimming for the expected
sunrise
513
suddenly at 515
315 AM they heard a deep rumbling in the
513
distance then a concussive sound the streets and buildings started
to move and shudder and power lines and cable car tracks jerked
and swayed they heard the creaking grinding and splintering of
wooden buildings brick chimneys and walls crashed through roofs
we were standing in the front of the
and tumbled to sidewalks
auditorium hotel 113 eddy street when the crash came race
instinctively we
wrote to his apostle father orson F whitney
started for the middle of the street and where we had stood less than
one second before there was a pile of bricks seven feet high
then
spreading their legs apart for balance they waddle ran sixty feet
barely outdistancing four more stories of the hotel that tumbled
down surviving the hotels collapse was their first miracle that
morning wally moved into the middle of the street for safety but
then race yelled to him and pointed to a dangling mass of waving
electric wires overhead wally jumped to the sidewalk while the
wires came down sputtering and tearing up everything they touched
that we were not both electrocuted was the second miracle of the
morning race wrote astounded by what was happening to their
city the two wondered if perhaps they were the only newspaper
reporters to be witnessing the sudden devastation 9
A massive tear in the earths crust had moved across the pacific
ocean floor at a speed of two miles per second or 7000 miles per
hour and struck the california coast ninety miles north of san
francisco following the san andreas fault it wrecked fort bragg
ripped south and demolished forests of redwoods shifted billions of
tons of earth collapsed the russian church at fort ross destroyed the
city of santa rosa cracked through san francisco made shambles of
stanford university at palo alto jarred san jose destroyed the state
insane asylum at agnew and sped south to salinas the quake
grace
race

whitney to orson F whitney deseret evening news 30 april 1906 p
bunney new york doubleday pocket ed 1971
burney
burned
earth shook the sky benner
burner
1971 p 332

3

william bronson the
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shook a path of destruction twenty to forty miles wide and two hundred miles long As instant furrows showed the surfaces along the
65
crack line sometimes shifted twenty feet apart the quake rated 63
6.3
63
on the richter scale 10
the first quaking lasted forty seconds but it seemed longer than
that to the two reporters then after a ten second pause the quake
resumed for another twentyfive
twenty five seconds thirteen minutes later
came the first of several strong aftershocks during the quake the city
resembled a terrier shaking a rat 11 the earth sometimes rose
three feet streets cracked open water and gas poured up from holes
in the ground and church bells jangled with abandon 12
florence hill a latter day saint who lived outside the city s
center was asleep when the earthquake hit
cannot describe the feeling that came over me as the earth began to
rock and the house to grind and twist the bed was a toy tossed about
by unseen hands I1 lay staring at the ceiling expecting every instant to
I1 knew not where to go for one
see the walls crashing about me
place seemed just as safe as another A rumbling roaring noise added
to the horror 13
I1

the ernst J

broberg family members of the local branch lived
on the second floor of a row house near golden gate park when
the quaking commenced mrs broberg rushed from her bed to stand
under a doorframe for protection she held their three month old
baby and her five and three year old boys clung tightly to her legs
the boys wally and todd remembered for the rest of their lives that
moment when they saw pans flying off the stove cupboard doors
flapping wildly and groceries and dishes tumbling to the floor 14
six ought nine three stories high rocked as though shoved
1 I was awakened by a most terrible and
by a giants mighty hand
horrible rending and tearing sound president robinson said and
the house at once began to sway and rock as though it would be
dashed to the ground
he called to his crying daughters to be calm
and then a more terrific shake came and 1I jumped out of bed to the
middle of the room but by this time I1 could scarcely keep my
feet
he noticed a haze brown like seemed to darken the room
while the building groaned with rending and twisting
chimney
gordon thomas and max morgan witts
wins the san francisco earthstem and day 1971 pp
ap 65 66 68 69
quake new york stein
race whitney to orson F whitney deseret evening news 30 april 1906 p 3
bronson the earth shook p 35 thomas and witts san francisco earthquake p 71
womans
florence R hill san francisco s hour of trial
young comans
journal 17 june 1906 p 266
irlomansjournal
todd broberg telephone interview with author 3 september 1982 wallace broberg telephone interview with author 3 september 1982 notes in authors possession
bronson

the earth shook p

48

434

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1983

5

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 23, Iss. 4 [1983], Art. 7

the

courtesy qfhistorical
of historical department
church ofjesus
latter day saints
of jesus christ of
oflatter

joseph E robinson
president of the california mission

the

courtesy ofhistorical
of historical department
day saints
natter
jesus christ oflatter
church oflesms
latter duy
of narter
of befus

members of the san francisco branch in 1902

455
453
435

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol23/iss4/7

6

Hartley: Saints and the San Francisco Earthquake

bricks burst through the ceiling in another room in the parlor the
mantle and fireplace and a candelabra crashed to the floor finally
when 609 stopped shaking president robinson reached and comforted his terrified children the mission home survived the quake

with but slight damage

15

looking out through a window he saw three dogs tails tucked
trying to gain entry into any building and a bewildered old man
leaning on his cane in the middle of mcallister street with his legs
wide apart
then like a flash the street was full of people most of
them in their night clothes president robinson said the sidewalk
was covered with a great heap of bricks from the
beside 609
chimney of the house south of us
broken glass was everywhere
president robinson climbed into bed with his children to calm
them 16
papa there are
mrs robinson noticed something ominous
fires breaking out down town great clouds of smoke are rolling
papa robinson dressed quickly and went outup everywhere
4609
side he saw a fire burning three blocks uphill west from gog
609
on golden gate avenue and another one three blocks south near
octavia and fell streets he rushed back into 609 and instructed
elder A T mccarty the mission secretary to pack up the mission
records in case the fires spread someone tried the home s water
faucets and no water came the city s water mains had broken 17
president robinson worried about his missionaries the branch
members and saints scattered around the city he felt official church
cormons in the area
responsibility for the welfare of all mormons
meanwhile the first earthquake barely disturbed the sleep of the
five pacific bound elders even elder leo gardner who slept with an
arm draped on the sill of an open window the previous day s travel
and late night party made them too tired to react they were lodged
in two rooms on the third floor of a five story brick hotel when
noise down in the street became too disturbing elder gardner
peered out and saw people running in all directions and buildings
collapsing amid dust and smoke he and the four others dressed
leisurely to go out and investigate they had trouble prying their
door open and then found the hall was completely covered with
plaster and rubbish
they picked their way downstairs and then
outside there they discovered that the front and back brick walls of
joseph E robinson journal 18 april 1906 joseph E robinson to joseph F smith 21 april 1906
joseph E robinson papers church archives
16
joseph E robinson journal 18 april 1906 and deseret evening news 27 april 1906 p 1
17joseph E robinson
journal 18 april 1906
15
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bluffed off creating giant rubble heaps on the ground
the hotel had sluffed
A crowd in the street all seemed to be going in one direction so
the elders joined the stream
it was just a mob of people in panic
elder gardner commented then fearing their luggage might be in
danger they hiked to the train depot the baggage agent said their
trunks had been moved across the street to a warehouse then engulfed
in flames two disappointed elders threw away their baggage claim
rickets but elder gardner picked them up just in case 18
tickets
the five elders strangers in the large broken city walked back
to their hotel this was about 8 AM suddenly an aftershock hit
while they were in a narrow alley showering down bricks and chunks
of wood unhurt they entered their damaged hotel returned to
their rooms and elder gardner said to our great astonishment we
discovered that the two rooms which we five missionaries had slept in
were the only two rooms in the entire building which were intact
there was not even so much as the plaster knocked off the ceiling of
either room
collecting their few belongings they left the battered
hotel and hiked to 609 19
my room was the only undamaged one stories became commonplace in the city and among the saints sister E wolfinger a young
LDS nurse at french hospital reported that all of the hospitals
rooms were damaged except the one where she was on duty after
the quake she helped evacuate patients to tents in a nearby lot
elders E H clark and S A bunnell lodged across the street from
609 at 606 franklin street left their undamaged room only to find
you cormons
mormons
their building filled with cracks and broken plaster
got off easy the proprietor told them 20
elders looking for matthias cowley found his market street
you are lucky to be alive rescuers told
hotel terribly damaged
elder cowley while helping him down an outside ladder he said his
own room was undamaged not even a crack in the ceiling when he
reached 609 he told the saints that he was not harmed because 1 I
one amazed listener six
dedicated my room to the lord last night
year old inez robinson later said this was her first testimony of
prayer

21

gradually several saints from throughout the city collected at
609 including bishop welker and sister nash rowlands who was
by midmorning the
terribly frightened hair full of plaster
gardner sketch
ibid
joseph E robinson to joseph F smith
preece
story of this old down quilt
preece
story of this old down quilt

21

april 1906 deseret evening news 27 april 1906 p

joseph

E

robinson journal

18

1

april 1906
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pacific bound elders as well as the cowleys
cowlens had reached the mission
home sister robinson fed the excited group some sandwiches and
because there was no water the thirsty received bottled fruit and
juice president robinson divided his missionaries and the pacific
elders into teams and sent them out to check on san francisco branch
members he visited a hooper family and found the children upset
administered to sister hooper bedfast with rheumatism and
he
I
she arose and dressed and was made whole for the moment before noon the teams returned and reported 1 I was thankful to my
heavenly father to find all well so far as we could learn and we heard
from nearly all of them the president said 22
footers and pillagers
villagers
pil lagers
the horrible stories the saints heard about looters
marauding
ma
rauding in their direction added to the saints fears brother ernst
broberg an american national bank cashier who had just inspected
his downtown bank and was carrying a gun told president robinson
to arm himself for the denizens of the barbery coast were coming
up town before the flames drinking cursing pillaging and demonlike committing all kinds of abuses and wickedness there was no law
or order
militia soon appeared on the streets young and untried
boys
according to the worried mission president he felt much
better later in the morning when general frederick funston recently
returned from military duty in the philippines and commander of
two thousand troops at the city s presidio garrison began patrolling
with soldiers of experience
when the troops with bugle calling
and flag flying rode down golden gate avenue a block from
president robinson wept for joy because 1I felt now the
609
Bro bergs warning was passed
dread we had anticipated from brother brobergs
the civil and federal authorities were getting the situation in
1

hand 23
having viewed nearby damage heard wild rumors and watched
the sky fill with smoke saints at 609 became curious to see more
of the incredible disaster so they explored nearby neighborhoods
ruining their shoes on streets and sidewalks covered with broken
bricks boards cement and glass streetcars their tracks twisted
severed and blocked could not run many houses tilted on twisted
frames the roaming saints encountered shifting hordes of curiosity
seekers and people fleeing fires which burned freely in several neighborhoods because firemen could pump no water from broken city
water mains
the sun looked like a huge ball blood red through
robinson life sketch joseph
13 robinson life sketch

E

robinson journal

18

april

1906

gardner sketch
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As 1I noted the havoc
the heavy smoke president robinson said
wrought by the seismic force he recalled 1 I thought what poor
impotent things we are compared with the powers of the infinite
one here I1 could see how mountains shall rise and sink as he

wills

24

the saints learned

some the hard way that martial law had
been declared to prevent looting and to force enlist laborers to aid the
rescue crews the militia had strict orders to shoot suspicious looking
characters even shop owners could not enter their own shops nor
grocers give away their own food 25 according to elder gardner
a police officer stopped him and six other elders at gunpoint and
I
ordered us all into a basement and to help clear out the rocks and
brick and to look for survivors they found no one dead or alive
but saw bodies being pulled from nearby buildings 26
1

THE DEATH OF

609

the

early morning fires near 609 were contained but about
11 AM less than four blocks away a woman tried to cook breakfast
and her chimney flue caught fire firemen were too busy elsewhere
to respond to this new fire now known as the famous ham and
eggs fire
by midafternoon the
it spread slowly toward 609
saints knew they must evacuate the mission home quick thinking
sister robinson had visited the nearby grocery when it opened that
morning and bought loaves of bread and then before the saints
deserted 609 she packed up a good basketful of food to take

along

27

in the early afternoon firemen came to 609 and ordered
everyone out the mission home stood in a block being dynamited to
before leaving 609 elder cowley
stop the ham and eggs fire
led the saints in a prayer for safety and then the group hauled into the
street about two dozen trunks bedding mission records carpets
furniture and the hand organ which the citys
cites mayor eugene schmidt
had recently donated to the branch president robinson said they
had a strenuous time emptying the home before the dynamiters
arrived to transport the piles of belongings he flagged down two
horse drawn carts and willingly paid exorbitant fees demanded by the
drivers

the

609

group meanwhile carrying trunks and loose

robinson life sketch joseph E robinson journal
25 25deseret
deseret evening news 27 april 1906 p 2

18

gardner sketch
ap
robinson life sketch bronson the earth shook pp

and

19

april 1906

76 79
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belongings joined their neighborhoods evacuation uphill and north
two blocks and west one to jefferson park a full city block of open
space that became an instant refugee center carpets helped wall and
roof in their possessions giving a few lucky saints some privacy and
shelter that night 28
609 was partly blown up by demolition teams
about 4 PM gog
the rampaging fires then burned what was left of it but the sacrifice
paid off and that flank of the fire line did not spread beyond the
block where 609 had stood
THAT TERRIBLE WEDNESDAY

april 1906 was perhaps the longest day in
san francisco s history during the long afternoon unstoppable
fires forced thousands of frightened people to flee to safety streams
of people pooled in the city s open areas vacant lots public parks
wednesday

18

cemeteries and military bases mayor schmidt appointed relief committees with authority to draft laborers to create needed medical
sanitary cooking and camping centers
lorenzo lamont
lament snow visiting the city was lodged at the
graystone hotel when the quake shook him awake forcing his
jammed door open he rushed into the crowd outside the hotel we
he said unable to
were driven hither and thither by the fire
reenter the hotel before it burned down he lost 200 and all personal
effects from then until 4 A
M the next day he labored with city work
AM
crews 29
LDS medical student parley pratt musser with his wife and
baby lived in a four story apartment house at 915
913 minna street in

the south of market section the tenants deserted the building after
the initial quake but martha musser handed the baby to parley and
said she would join them outside smelling gas she found a wrench
and bravely descended into the dark basement where riding out
three aftershocks she turned off about thirty gas meters to the many
apartments when safely outside she and parley decided to save
their household belongings despite approaching fires into deserted
streets they hauled a 150 pound trunk parley s medical library
bundled in a blanket and two canaries after one hour of backbreaking retreat they were trapped by drifting smoke and advancing
flames parley found some soft dirt and a tin bucket dug a hole and
joseph E robinson journal 18 april 1906 joseph E robinson to joseph F smith
preece story of this old down quilt gardner sketch
logun journal 28 april 1906 p 2
logon
the logan
28

21

april

1906

441
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buried his books fleeing unbearable heat they hiked two more
miles before finding safety then parley although exhausted saw
that his medical skills were needed so he spent thirty consecutive
hours dressing wounds and burns at an emergency hospital later he
rescued his buried books and on saturday the family boarded a boat
for oakland 30
oid mormon harold jenson whose rewritten
ro
A seventeen yea
year old
diary entry3l
entry31 of sixteen typed pages single spaced provides one of the
most detailed first person accounts of a san franciscan s experiences
that disastrous wednesday helped his family barely escape from
morning fires sweeping the area south of market street his father
a tailor pulled a hand truck carrying a trunk loaded with tools
and clothes that weighed a ton
harolds mother pushed her
husbands wheeled sewing machine harold his pockets full of small
items pushed his wheel bicycle on which were strapped a harp
two mattresses and a bundle of belongings the sidewalks old
made progress slow as they moved
torn up and mostly wooden
south and then west making a sweeping U to skirt and parallel
the westward spreading fires
the diary indicates that near brannan and sixth streets harold s
father became exhausted and stopped to rest fires burned within a
hundred yards of them and the family wondered would we beat
when soldiers ordered everyone to move on before they
the fire
dynamited the block the father shook his head and murmured he
could go no farther said harold

at

that moment in my desire to get him out of the way 1I was gifted
with the strength of a sampson and how 1I thanked god after that he
had guided me from bad habits and also for the wonderful strength he
gave me that day on the impulse of the moment 1I picked him up as
though he were but a mere child and sat him in the truck against the
trunk 1I got hold of the handles again and the big load seemed light as I1
wheeled it across the street and for half a block while mother was close
behind me wheeling the sewing machine

harold wrote that while dynamite concussions shattered windows
next to them they struggled and pushed their way through the
crowd they managed to hire an old wagon ready to fall to pieces
but even with it they moved slowly having to dodge trunks pianos
and furniture strewn all over the street
their course was west on
fourteenth street and north on valencia near market street they
deseret evening news 25 april 1906 p 2
31 diary of harold robert jenson april 18 1906
en version of original diary in
typescript 1908 eni
Bel mont
III in
m belmont
ili
moni calif
possession of harold robert jenson 111
30
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avoided soldiers who were confiscating all wagons
and turned
west to octavia then north reaching golden gate avenue they
found a long train of wagons there in front as well as behind us
they skirted jefferson square one great mass of furniture and
hours before the 609 staff moved there joining the
humanity
hooper family also LDS they went up turk street to fillmore north
devisadero to mcallister atop mcallister
to ofarrell
OT arrell and south on divisadero
hill harold said we got a splendid view of the burning city all
was fire fire oh god how our beautiful san francisco did burn

according to harolds diary the jensons
bensons continued west and

then south across golden gate park by midnight they reached a
ranch outside the city but they could still see the awful red sky
and hear the reports of dynamiting
they gathered in the house
and a prayer was offered up to god for our deliverance and thanked
him for his protection and also for our city and its suffering thousands
harold tried to sleep but only a nightmare came 1I
dreamed I1 was in a burning building with no chance to escape
I1

I1

I1 I1

fires near market street also forced utah artist john willard
Claw sons studio was
will clawson and family from their home clawsons
gutted and fires destroyed their priceless art treasures and household
444
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belongings

32

toward evening the hotel where reporter wally young had
been lodged caught fire destroying his furniture and trunks race
whitney knew that his hotel the rex at 242 turk street was doomed
as well so the two newspapermen packed races trunks grips and
typewriter and took them down to the sidewalk
while in the
hotel race recalled we helped some women to get out their traps
personal belongings and wally went to help them into a place of
safety
when he returned word came that the hotel would be
dynamited in fifteen minutes so race said I lugged my goods for a
couple of blocks and finally secured an expressman to haul them a
1

half mile further beyond the fire lines
he finally camped wednesday night at a cemetery meanwhile wally young found passage on
a boat to oakland where he helped publish a special earthquake edition of the san francisco chronicle 33
rumors compounded the terror of the day the quake had
severed san francisco s telephone and telegraph connections with
the rest of the world so saint and gentile alike had no way to know
how true stories were about chicago sinking into lake michigan
deseret evening news 223 april 1906 p
salt lake art center 1980 pp
ap 38 40
33
deseret evening news 30 april 1906 p

1

robert

S

olpin dictionary of utah art salt lake city

3
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new york and los angeles being destroyed and salt lake city being
inundated by the great salt lake 34
when nighttime drew wednesday to a close people could not
sleep due to excitement and fear near dusk president robinson
moved his family and others from jefferson square he took bishop
welker who was recovering from an operation two or three expectant
Spurri ers home at
mothers and the cowleys
cowlens to sister vandenberg spurriers
440 broderick street mr spurrier a professed atheist who had
treated president robinson coldly before welcomed him into the
home shook his hand and rejoiced
thank god now we are
safe
a strange utterance for an infidel president robinson
observed 35
many saints including the pacific elders spent wednesday
a real trial
night at the mormon camp in jefferson park
it was areal
elder gardner said to endure our thirst and to go without washing
our faces and hands which were getting blacker with the dust and
smoke
he added that there wasnt much sleep that night the
spreading fires lit up the horizon for miles around and there was no
need for lamps or candles 36 during the night president robinson
said
we would go occasionally to watch the progress of the fire
mrs robinson
which grew longer on its front line and came nearer
had a small child and the family spent a cold night sleeping on the
grass

37

THURSDAY AND FRIDAY OF FIRES

wednesday s fires burned most of the south of market section
and the business district on thursday miles of flames burned
northward eastward and southwest into the mission district smoke
billowed two miles high and clouded the city van ness avenue
became the battle line and firemen and dynamiters succeeded by
early friday in holding the fire line near there on friday crackling
flames fed hungrily between russian and telegraph hills and moved
northeast to torch north beach neighborhoods by early saturday
fire boats doused the last fires along the bay
morning fireboats
to escape the spreading fires refugees moved again and again to
find safety vehicles were scarce men women and children swarmed
up and down san francisco s hilly streets a scene president robinson
described
depe
Dese nef
34deseret
net evening news 7 may 1906 bronson the earth shook p
Deseret
ref
deif
31 robinson life sketch joseph E robinson
journal 18 april 1906
6 gardner
gariner sketch
37joseph E robinson journal
18 april 1906
34
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people were moving out of the doomed district by the thousands dragging
trunks too heavy for the strength of the infirm and weak improvised
vehicles were made of cots lounges baby buggies etc heavy bundles
were carried by children and weak women whose tear stained faces
and terror stricken countenances
countenancer revealed the nature of their minds and
some in grim humor joked others were hysterical some
souls
apathetic others beside themselves with fear or anguish 1I saw some
who were drunken or overcome with fatigue laying on the hard
sidewalks near the fire line oblivious to all their surroundings and
wrapped in the deepest sleep these would be awakened by the soldiers
and almost prodded back to safety

he thought it was

wrong for people to worry more about pets than
children food and clothes some inconsiderate souls he noted
called people uncharitable who would not share their last blanket or
crumbs of bread with them to cover or feed their measly dogs or
parrots 38
parrots38
Mus sers medical service several
in addition to parley pratt mussers
hussers
mormon men helped during the catastrophe not always voluntarily
civil officers commandeered manpower as needed sometimes at
gunpoint to distribute food dig sanitary trenches set up kitchens
and bakeries clear streets drive vehicles search for and remove the
injured or dead and fight fires among california mission elders
pressed into service were elders A T mccarty dispensing food
A H clark and A G benson clearing rubble and building bakeries
john nelson pick and shovel work clearing streets and
andj
andaJ R shepherd
who had prayed for trouble to strike the city two nights working on
fire engine detail 39
on thursday morning the pacific elders joined one of the great
bread lines four people abreast and many blocks long and obtained
two or three loaves each needing a change of clothing if it could be
salvaged they returned to the railroad depot where they found only
piles of charred luggage and assumed theirs had burned too walking
toward jefferson park they entered a large grocery store about to
back towardjefferson
be razed and by police permission filled their pockets and arms
with canned goods and other food they showed their groceries at
the mormon camp and then returned to the store for more taking
other saints along inside elders gardner and franklin badger froze
when an armed officer first ordered everyone out and then shot and
killed the man standing beside them dropping their baskets and
raising both hands over their heads the elders rushed out glad to
I

1 1I

311
381

ibid 19 april 1906
39 deseret evening news 27 april 1906 p
3

1
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get out with our lives elder gardner said they then discovered
they had entered the wrong store by mistake 40
on thursday the main mormon camp at jefferson
atjefferson park including
president robinson moved to golden gate park fifteen blocks
away someone noted that the branch was having its golden gate
park picnic after all although a day late A few saints however
stayed at jefferson square where president robinson noted the
sanitary conditions are exceedingly bad because of the lack of care and
some families in their efforts to move
water to flush sewers
household belongings from the fire zones became separated to
help saints find each other president robinson posted a sign in the
609 ashes informing the members about the LDS camp relocations
thousands of san franciscans including some saints crossed the bay
to oakland where refugee camps and relocation centers sprang up 41
after earthquake tremors subsided and fire paths were scrutinized
saints whose homes seemed safe perhaps a dozen places total opened
them up to their church brothers and sisters on friday with fires
still burning president robinson visited the saints and then in
the evening moved his belongings to the Bro
brobergs
bergs row house near
golden gate park where he the wolfinger
Wolf mger family and some elders
slept that night 42
on friday fires spread to the russian hill area among homes
incinerated was that of ina coolbrith a mormon by birth but not
by baptism or affiliation born josephine donna smith in nauvoo
she was a niece ofofjoseph
joseph smith after whom she was named but kept
her mormon background secret by 1906 she was already a highly
regarded and dearly loved poet in 1915 she was named poet laureate
her writings and
of california burned with the house were many of
other
her personal library of books today coolbrith park marks the spot
where her house stood a memorial to her poetic achievements 43
IMMEDIATE LDS

assistance

news of the san francisco catastrophe shook utahns
utahna starting
the morning of the quake crowds collected to eagerly scan each new
bulletin hand posted on bulletin boards or in sidewalk windows of
gardner sketch
joseph E robinson to joseph F smith 21 april 1906 joseph E robinson journal 19 april 1906
joseph E robinson to george reynolds 9 may 1906 in robinson papers deseret evening news 24 april
1906 p

1

joseph E robinson journal 19 and 20 april 1906
4343josephine
and laureate of
josephine dewitt rhodehamel and raymund francis
franc wood ina coolbrith librarian andlaureate
ap 257 58 ina coolbrith was the
california provo utah brigham young university press 1973 pp
daughter of don carlos smith and agnes coolbrith
42
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the local newspaper offices those with relatives or loved ones in
san francisco anxiously looked for mention of names in the bulletins
utahns were receiving
within twenty four hours after the earthquake utahna
cormons in san francisco
accurate information about the welfare of the mormons
early thursday morning president robinson had sent elders across
president joseph F smith and soon
the bay to oakland to telegraph presidentjoseph
the general authorities and then utah saints heard the glad message
lives of members and elders safe mission home burned loss
nominal elders enroute to islands with us gradually letters reached
utahna from san francisco as postal authorities forwarded messages
utahns
on paper or shingles or anything similar without requiring postage
stamps or envelopes 44
LDS and utah government officials took immediate steps to send
relief supplies to san francisco on 19 april thursday the first
presidency and the quorum of the twelve met and agreed to send
10000 to california governor george C pardee for the general
relief of earthquake victims 45 general relief society officers came
with all haste to a meeting called by president bathsheba W smith
in salt lake city they contacted railroad men secured space on
a train car and arranged for a load of flour to fill the car they
purchased ready made clothing and bedding at ZCMI
all day and
far into the night the sisters worked faithfully going themselves to
the depot to see that the things were packed carefully in the car the
general board minutes note 46 the women leaders also spearheaded
spear headed
systematic work in the nearby stakes and wards thus producing a
supply of goods and money very quickly along with a storage problem
society officers contacted architect don carlos young who let them
stack materials in his office in the downtown templeton building 47
by late wednesday the society had shipped one carload and several
parts of carloads in the care of the red cross during subsequent
layettes
days they sent linens hospital supplies lay
ettes and bedding
including about 350 quilts and blankets one stakes relief society
labored a long day and night to finish and send off ninety three
quilts 48
in salt lake city wards were asked to bake bread bishop
joseph christenson of the tenth ward in his diary noted his wards
I1 I1

joseph

4444joseph

E

robinson to joseph F smith

19

april

1906 joseph E robinson

journal

19

april

1906

robinson life sketch
livening news 19 april 1906 p 1
deseret evening
4relief
relief society general board minutes 18 april 1906 church archives
41 41relief
relief society A centenary ofrehefsociety
of relief society 1842 1942 salt lake city general board of the relief
society 1942 p 49
48sdt
salt lake nyanne
tribune 23 april 1906 pp
ap 1 4
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april 20 got word that bread was needed in san francisco
had joseph his son and some of the boys notify the people all
seemed willing to bake bread for the hungry
the next day he
today we gathered the bread and took it down to the depot
wrote
we had two wagon loads also two big bundles of bedding gathered
response

by the

relief society

other wards responded similarly including
loaves of freshly baked bread one woman

49

one that donated 500
wrapped her loaves in oil tissue paper to keep the bread from drying
out tucked in notes asking for recipients to write to her about the
disaster and received answers including one from a person living on
utah street in san francisco 50
within a few weeks utahns
utahna had shipped dozens of train car loads
of food and supplies to san francisco utahns
utahna also supported a
benefit concert performed by the tabernacle choir and the US
army band from fort douglas when railroads provided free rides to
quake victims hundreds headed east making overnight stops in
utah there local people provided the refugees free lodging meals
clothes and baths appreciated the most apparently were the
baths utahna
utahns money donations for earthquake relief purposes
exceeded 100000 by early summer 51
AFTERMATH

on saturday
oakland

21

april the pacific elders moved to a hotel in

what a relief it

was to get in contact with some water
once more and wash ourselves for the first time in four days elder
gardner said they ate their first good supper in days and slept well

in real beds however elder gardner awoke in the middle of the
night when a strong impression came to me that our baggage was
so he arose dressed visited oaklands
Oak lands city hall
not burned
waited three hours in line obtained a permit to cross the bay ate
breakfast and then rode a ferry to san francisco and visited the train
station
what in the hell do you want now the angry baggage
man demanded elder gardner insisted on examining the baggage
room and the man finally consented the minute the door opened
the elder spied his trunk in the middle of the room with all the
even boxes of
baggage of the other four boys piled around it
books and literature the church was sending with the elders for the
joseph christenson journal 20 and 21 april 1906 holograph church archives
deseret evening news 28 april 1906 p 2
deseret evening news 19 may 1906 p 2 and 22 may 1906 p 1 salt lake tribune
pp 2 3 and 27 april 1906 pp
ap
ap 1 2
4949joseph

23

april 1906
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hawaii mission were there elder gardner produced all the needed
baggage claim tags and the agent marked hold on the items with
red crayon the elder ferried back to oakland with a light and
happy heart where his companions hardly believed his news 52
the next day the five crossed the bay and found that none of
their personal effects was missing they managed to move their
baggage to the wharf hoping to sail soon but their ship delayed its
we were heart sick as none of us had money to stay in
departure
we wondered if we
california that long elder gardner recalled
should return to our homes in utah
while debating what to do
they watched a large crane loading crates into a boat and one crate
broke open and scattered oranges on the wharf A man motioned for
never did oranges taste so good
the elders to help themselves
before or since
one said the elders returned to oakland until
29 april when four of the five sailed on the alameda 53
on saturday 21 april many saints and elders including the
robinsons moved to oakland that day president robinson wrote
we are all quite well but worn
to LDS president joseph F smith
and weary through watching and labor
because several families
lost almost all they possessed and will need some assistance
he
requested that president smith send 1500 to 2000 to help the
saints by 22 april he obtained a permit excusing him from forced
labor details letting him move freely into and out of san francisco to
shepherd his flock each day he carried two suitcases filled with bread
to san francisco and distributed it to the women and children in
during the week after
greatest need in four parks we visited
21 april his main task was shuttling between oakland and san
francisco trying to reunite LDS families fragmented by the quake and
fires
family separations worried me more than the fire and its
discomforts
attendant dis
comforts he said 54
by 24 april half the elders of the california mission left san
francisco to return to their normal fields of labor and half stayed to
help the relief effort one week after the earthquake on 25 april
race whitney wrote a newsy letter about san francisco conditions to
his apostle father
the people here are in a state of panic he
began
the city is under martial law over 50000 people are camping
in the streets and public parks weather cold provisions dealt out by
the government one can at a time one loaf at a time and an occasional
gardner sketch
3 gardner
sketch joseph E robinson to george reynolds 9 may 1906
4joseph E
robinson journal 21 april 1906 joseph E robinson to joseph F smith 21 22 and 23
april 1906 robinson life sketch joseph E robinson to heber
heberj
heberdJ grant 29 june 1906 california mission
Letterbook
letterbook
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train loads of supplies
smakering of butter meat and sugar
although trainloads
were arriving the main problem was how to get it to the people
with the limited number of teams at the disposal of the relief forces
the sewer system was wrecked he said and garbage holes and
closets have been dug in the middle of the principal streets by the
one striking feature of the calamity he decided was the
score
equalizing the disaster caused
men who were in affluent circumstances a week ago today are on a level
with the humblest laborer I1 have seen multi millionaires dressed in
long frock coats and silk hats all they saved perhaps standing in a line
two blocks long behind chinese or italian laborers waiting their loaf of
we are all even now they say well start again and
bread
see who gets the money 55

on

special correspondent george C
carpenter took a twelve mile walking tour of the charred city he
described the area between where city hall and 609 had been as
ash heaps
all that remained of 609 was part of an iron fence
a bathtub and a half burned telephone pole to which was tacked
the cards of several elders and notice to latter day saints to gather at
jefferson park
from ashes of 609 he picked up two heat warped
Spurri ers
spoons as souvenirs he then visited saints staying at the spurriers
25

april deseret news

home golden gate park and the william P wolfinger residence
the latter had become the temporary mission headquarters for elders
still in the city and there he found thirteen elders well safe and
happy and affirming they would not have missed the experience
for anything
carpenter established a deseret news information
bureau where utahna
utahns could register he reported that 122 saints and
elders had been in the city when the quake struck during the next
days he cabled names of utahns
utahna to utah so people back home could
know who was safe survivors he noted attributed the fact that no
latter day saints were killed or injured to the intervening hand of
the almighty 56
general authorities decided to help a non mormon quake victim
and friend of the church dr winslow anderson a prominent
surgeon they sent him 500
300 to replace scientific materials he lost
500
when his sanitarium and office were burned he was a man so kind
to my family and the saints president robinson observed 57
aid continued to reach president robinson for saints in need
the relief society in the hawaii mission sent 50 other saints
55race
race whitney to orson F whitney deseret evening news
5
deseret evening news 26 and 27 april 1906 p 1
robinson
son life sketch
5robm

30

april

1906 p 4
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and friends sent money clothing and writing materials because of
george carpenters articles in the deseret news president robinson
noted one little crippled sister of salt lake city sent me a pair of
shoes and hose because she read
of my much walking the shoes
were a perfect fit and good
eight days after the quake president
robinson received 1500 from church headquarters he tapped
500 of it and he sent or took checks for 10 and 25 to several of
the saints in need
during the next several weeks he disbursed
another 250 from the fund along with 250 from other donations
on 28 june two months after the disaster he reported that some san
francisco saints were still living in tents the paris of the west
had become a tent city 58
SETBACKS FOR MISSION AND BRANCH

for reasons not spelled out president robinson decided to move
the california mission headquarters out of san francisco to los
angeles probably like many others who experienced the 18 april
disaster he worried that the city would have similar quakes in the
future he moved his family to los angeles on 28 april the second
saturday after the earthquake and initiated the construction of a new
mission home there he left san francisco glad to know we had
warned the city and discharged our obligations as ambassadors of
regarding missionary labors in san francisco he concluded
truth
that our most promising and largest field is now wiped out and
asked general authorities to send no new missionaries to his mission
the weekend after moving to los angeles he returned to san francisco
and was engaged there for some time helping the saints readjust
themselves etc and in disbursing the funds in my hands to those in
need
then he assumed residency in los angeles 59
like the mission the san francisco branch suffered long
longterm
term
damages the quake destroyed its rented meetinghouse which probably
was the red mans hall at 220 golden gate avenue many members
presidentjustus
faced severe personal property losses branch president
justus swanson
the oscar jenson family including teenage diarist harold and a
family named hughes lost their homes ardella cummings lost
we did not think the fire would come
2000 worth of belongings
26 june 1906 california mission letterbook
Letter book robinson life
joseph E robinson to samuel E woolley 26june
sketch joseph E robinson journal 23 april 1906 and entries to early may joseph E robinson to the first
presidency of the LDS
IDS church 28 june 1906 california mission letterbook
Letter book joseph E robinson to german
Ellsw onh 31 may 1906 california mission letterbook
E ellsworth
Letter book
59joseph E robinson journal late april and early may 1906 robinson life sketch joseph E robinson
to george reynolds 9 may 1906
511
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up to us she lamented all we could do was take some clothing
and walk out of our house and let it burn down
artist will
clawson lost his house and studio including twenty portraits valued
at 50000 brother hooper with a family of nine depending on him
for support lost his tools valued at 200 several LDS women in the
city had been dressmakers but in president robinsons opinion
they would be out of work for a long period until the city could be
rebuilt quite a number of san francisco branch members moved
familys
ilys
to utah and others took refuge in oakland the broberg fam
row house was not burned but ernst sent his family to utah for six
months and then they reunited to live in oakland away from san
francisco s earthquake danger the
jenson family spent two years in
thejenson
Branchs
oakland before returning to san francisco the oakland branchs
brances
population doubled and it became an independent branch headed
by oaklander norman B phillips 60
A small colony of saints stayed in the decimated city on the
second and third sundays following the earthquake they gathered
for unofficial sunday school services outdoors attended by twenty
two at the first meeting and thirty five at the second however after
that sunday meetings were discontinued that summer with the
public transportation system ruined travel to meetings became too
difficult also many of the men could not attend meetings because
they were employed on sundays owing to the rush of rebuilding the
city
the branch held no official meetings after the quake until
12 august when sunday school resumed in august its attendance
was down by two thirds from pre earthquake figures it was reduced
from independent branch status to being a branch dependent upon
the oakland branch by 1907 the branch was listed in the san
francisco street directory as meeting at 1443 baker street 61

interpreting

THE CALAMITY

LDS VIEWS

the earthquake and fires

destroyed nearly 500 city blocks of san
francisco or five square miles including the business district the
28000 buildings destroyed included 30 schools and 80 churches
san
asan
6san

april 1906 MS church archives robinson life
2 8 april 1906 pp
ap 1 2 olpin dictionary of utah art p 339 joseph E
sketch deseret evening news 28
joseph F smith 21 april 1906 todd and wallace broberg interviews joseph E robinson to
robinson to tojoseph
the first presidency 29june
letterbook rudolf martinjenson
martin jenson telephone interview
29 june
junt 1906 california mission Letterbook
with author 3 september 1982 notes in authors files edna phillips darton
history of the california
which includes a history of
her father norman B phillips typescript in authors files
mission
other
61
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estimates of property dollar losses approach 500000000
300000000 thousands
lost homes and more than 450 people died 62
nationwide and particularly in religious circles the question of
gods relationship to the disaster was debated many protestant
leaders disclaimed any connection between sin and cosmic events
causing president joseph F smith to observe that there seemed to be
a general feeling among the protestant religious bodies that god
has little to do with nature or her laws
this he said was a
mistaken view
because many people were saved in a providential
it seemed to him that
way
1I

I1

the quake was for the purpose of calling attention by the finger of his
power to the wickedness and sins of men not alone to the sins of the
people of the stricken city for there are many elsewhere who are just as
evil minded but to the transgressions of all mankind that all may take
warning and repent 63

he suggested that

because of worldwide numbness to religion
and insensibility to god god uses calamities to bring a sense of
himself and his purposes home to the minds of men
saints know
he added that god rules in the fire the earthquake the tidal wave
the volcanic eruption and the storm and that he speaks to people
president smith stressed that natural
by the voice of earthquakes
disasters are schoolmasters to teach the people to prepare themselves
by righteous living for the coming of the savior 64 As if proving the
point president robinson noted two months after the cataclysm the
saints are more attentive to their duties since the dread calamity 65
james E talmage respected then as both a geologist and commen
tator on LDS doctrines expressed disbelief that the greatest
mentator
sufferers in this disaster are necessarily those who were most wicked 66
to this president smith agreed adding that the righteous often suffer
for the unrighteous as the innocent christ suffered for others sins 67
however beyond warning and schooling people president smith
said earthquakes triggered and released mans inherent goodness

we believe that these severe natural calamities are visited upon men by
the lord for the good of his children to quicken their devotion to
others and to bring out their better natures that they may love and
61
serve him 68
gil613ronson
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relief society leaders expressed the same belief saying that the
tragedy gave people an opportunity to prove their benevolence
their pity their generosity and their genuine love for humanity 699
president robinson likewise was impressed by the ready and magnani mous response that was made to the call of help not a long way
nanimous
off but close at hand in the ruined city itself where the divine in
men ran true to the call of suffering and distressed humanity
even among the depraved and degraded 70 elder talmage felt this
charitable instinct was proof of divinity in mankind
the voice of
disaster was natures call and with its first note the brotherhood of
nations burst forth as the impulse of love he invited the infidels to
study this masterly picture of family love and then he challenged
canet thou yet deny the hereditary attributes of fatherhood
canst
them
divine 71
divine71
president robinson saw another aspect of divinity at work during
the disaster a notable calmness that enveloped the faithful saints
despite the crisis
there was no hysteria abandonment to grief
despair or complaint manifest all seemed to possess that peace of
mind that surpasseth
surp asseth understanding which comes only to those
72
whose hopes were secure in the promises of the father
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